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NOTES 
Trial by Jury was not Gilbert and 
Sullivan's first work together, but it 
was the piece that established the 
collaboration for good, marking the 
beginning of a run of extraordinary 
successes over the next twenty years 
that changed the face of musical the-
atre in English. Conceived in some 
haste as a one-act filler for an 
evening's entertainment that featured 
Offenbach's La Perichole, Trial by 
Jury quickly became the real hit of 
the production. Its success encour-
aged the librettist Gilbert and the 
composer Sullivan to collaborate on 
a full-length work, and within a very 
short time the phrase "Gilbert and 
Sullivan" had become a virtual brand 
name guaranteeing a theatrical piece 
of high quality in the best of taste 
produced with the utmost polish. 
Trial by Jury was a most happy 
fluke. Gilbert had written the libretto 
for the composer Carl Rosa, who 
intended to set it as a vehicle for his 
wife, Euphrosyne Parepa-Rosa. But 
she died before he had written the 
score, so Rosa returned the text to 
Gilbert unset. One day in January 
1875, Gilbert happened to call upon 
a friend who was helping to mount 
a production of La Perichole, for 
which they still needed a short work 
to fill out the evening. Gilbert was 
asked if he could help, and he 
thought of his unused Trial by Jury. 
- Steven Ledbetter 
At the friend's suggestion, Gilbert 
tried to interest Sullivan in the piece. 
Although Trial by Jury comes very 
early in the Gilbert and Sullivan part-
nership, it already has most of the 
· standard elements of their mature 
style. The most important of these 
was Gilbert's insistence on the comic 
use of a disjunction between appear-
ance and reality. When the curtain 
rises, the audience was to find an 
utterly realistic courtroom scene, but 
once the piece is underway, this se-
rious and realistic setting becomes 
the locale of the most ludricous and 
comical activities. Most of the Gil-
bert and Sullivan characters are 
present: the comic patter baritone, 
the vapid tenor, the pretty but self-
seeking soprano, and the male and 
female choruses, each characterized 
as a distinct group. 
The remarkable success of Trial by 
Jury encouraged Gilbert and 
Sullivan to think of themselves as a 
team, and a team they remained for 
the next twenty years. By that time, 
they had produced a lasting body of 
works for the musical theatre -- a 
larger number of successes, and of 
consistently higher quality than that 
of any other partnership in theatri-
cal history. Trial by Jury is the small-
est of their fourteen works, but it is 
also among the most perfect. 
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